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Holding Tension: Fundraising, Belonging, and
Ethical Work in a Moment of Philanthropic Strain

By Michelle Fuko, Chief Advancement Officer
at Queen’s University & Tanya Hannah Rumble,

Executive Director, Development (University-
Wide Initiatives) at TMU

Michelle Fuko is a scholar-practitioner/educator
whose professional and research work examines
philanthropy as a site of possibility and constraint in
institutional life. As Chief Advancement Officer at
Queen’s University, she brings decades of experience in
fundraising and organizational leadership across post-
secondary and nonprofit contexts, with a commitment
to practicing leadership and cultivating generosity that
is relational and accountable. As a doctoral student,
Michelle examines ethical tensions shaping post-
secondary fundraising, with attention to how power
and accountability are produced through institutional
and sectoral practices. Her work is oriented toward
strengthening conditions for resilience and equity
within philanthropic practice.

Tanya Hannah Rumble is a visionary fundraising
executive with nearly 15 years of experience leading
high-performing teams to raise millions for institutions
including Toronto Metropolitan University, McMaster
University, the Heart and Stroke Foundation, and the
Canadian Cancer Society. Named one of Canada’s Top
100 Most Powerful Women in 2023, she currently
serves as Executive Director, Development (University-
Wide Initiatives) at TMU. Tanya is also co-founder of
Recast Philanthropy, where she challenges conventional
fundraising norms through justice-centred, restorative,

and ethical approaches. A sought-after speaker, writer,
and facilitator, her work has shaped national and
international conversations on power, equity, and the
future of philanthropy.

Introduction

Fundraising in post-secondary institutions s
increasingly shaped by sectoral uncertainty, ethical
contradiction, and shifting expectations about
accountability and influence (Council for Advancement
and Support of Education & Canadian Council for the
Advancement of Education, 2025; Rumble, 2023).
Across the Canadian charitable and nonprofit sector,
changes in giving patterns, financial precarity, and
constrained public funding have intensified reliance
on private philanthropy, even as public trust remains
uneven (Imagine Canada, 2023; Saifer & Ahmad,
2025). As a result, fundraising has become both more
central to institutional sustainability and more publicly
scrutinized.

Debates about donor influence, legitimacy,
accountability, and equity have consequently moved
to the foreground, particularly in public institutions
that depend on private giving to supplement
insufficient public funding (Reich, 2020; Saifer &
Ahmad, 2025). These are not abstract tensions.
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They shape the everyday conditions under which
fundraising happens, influencing how relationships
are navigated, how professional credibility is assessed,
and how ethical boundaries are negotiated.

Within this context, professional norms in
advancement continue to privilege composure,
professional intelligibility, credibility, and results-
oriented performance, even as the work itself grows
more complex and constrained (Meisenbach, 2008;
Raddon, 2023). There is limited space within these
norms to examine how fundraisers themselves
experience these conditions or how they carry the
emotional and moral labor their work entails (see
Meisenbach, 2004; Meisenbach et al., 2019). While
these dynamics are often discussed at the level of
strategy, performance, or sector trends, they are less
frequently examined through the lived experiences of
fundraisers themselves (Madeo, 2022).

This article takes those lived experiences seriously as
sites of knowledge. Rather than resolving the tensions
that shape contemporary fundraising, we surface
them to consider what they reveal about belonging,
legitimacy, and ethical practice. We do not offer a
representative account of fundraising. Instead, we
invite a different kind of professional attention, one
that treats difference and unevenness as conditions
that make ethical work visible. In this context, ethical
work and emotional labor are intertwined; ethical
judgement in fundraising is often carried through
emotional absorption that remains largely unseen.

Our approach is inspired by the co-reflexive narrative
work of Patel and Nath (2014), who place lived
experiences in relation to one another to examine
decolonization in white Universities. Their work
prompted a question for us: what might become visible
if two settler women in fundraising, racialized as White
and racialized as Black, shared their experiences to
notice how a profession often assumed to be coherent
and neutral is lived unevenly?

Throughout this work, we attend to positionality while
also taking seriously Nath and Allen’s (2022) caution
that declarations of privilege can become moments
of recognition without disruption (see also Ahmed,
2012; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Rather than foregrounding
positionality as a declarative exercise, we attend to
how experience shapes what comes into focus, what

feels safe to articulate, and how meaning is made.
Methodology

Drawing on a feminist dialogic approach, we treat
knowledge as relational and situated, emerging
through conversation rather than extraction (Oakley,
1981; Bloom, 1998). Our exchanges were reciprocal
and attentive to how meaning emerges over time,
including through moments of discomfort. Rather
than seeking coherence or consensus, we remained
interested in what these moments reveal about
professional fundraising life as it is lived.

For this exchange, we conducted one Vvirtual,
recorded interview with one another, using guiding
prompts related to professional entry into fundraising,
belonging, legitimacy, accountability, and ethical
tension within post-secondary advancement. The
questions emerged through an iterative process
between the two of us—centered on what we sought
to understand about our profession and about each
other, in more depth. Since we live in two different
cities, we met on Zoom and recorded the interview
and its transcript.

Rather than coding for themes or seeking consensus,
we treated differences as analytically significant;
each independently authoring a written reflection
responding to the conversation. These reflections
draw not only from the transcript but also from our
affective responses, memories surfaced through
dialogue, memos and notes, and points of discomfort
or divergence that became newly visible through
relational exchange.

We chose to structure this article around our two
individual reflections drawn from this same dialogic
exchange: one from Michelle Fuko and Tanya
Rumble; both leaders and practitioners within post-
secondary fundraising. Each of us has different social
locations, professional trajectories, backgrounds, and
relationships to learning, that shape our accounts.
Read together, our reflections illustrate how shared
institutional and sectoral contexts can be experienced
unevenly, and how alignment and divergence can
coexist without needing to be resolved. We also hope
that these accounts unsettle the idea of a singular
fundraising experience, inviting our colleagues to
pay closer attention to how marginalization operates
within the profession.
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Michelle’s Reflections

Tanya approached the dialogue with akind of readiness
that will feel familiar to many fundraisers. She trusted
that coherence would emerge through speaking
and doing. Only afterward did | realize how deeply
that readiness reflects professional conditioning in
fundraising, where composure and responsiveness
are expected regardless of what one is carrying.

That conditioning appeared in how Tanya narrated her
path into fundraising. When she described her career
as a series of deliberate steps, her path felt structured
and intentional. Planning, she explained, offered a
sense of order amid uncertainty. | heard discipline
there.

Listening to her, | became aware of my own less linear
path. When asked how | came into fundraising, |
described it almost reflexively as a “means to an end”,
something that enabled work | cared about rather than
an identity | claimed. At the time, | understood this
difference as stylistic. With reflection, | see a pattern
in how legitimacy is unevenly granted (Douglas, 2021).
| was able to speak casually about belonging without
the casualness being read as ambivalence or lack of
commitment. Yet that statement created distance
between me and the profession | now lead, a distance
| cannot ignore.

| believe deeply in learning through failure and
have long framed that orientation as values driven.
This dialogue forced me to recognize that my
ability to fail safely has functioned as privilege. My
whiteness presumes competence (Applebaum, 2019;
Tevis et al.,, 2023). Behaviors such as informality,
experimentation, or imprecision are read as growth
because my credibility has been granted. For me, the
risk of being misread is minimal, so confidence is just
read as confidence.

That unevenness surfaced most clearly when we
spoke about accountability and performance. Tanya
described the physical toll of carrying ambitious
fundraising targets early in her career, the stress-
related iliness, and the weight of knowing that failure
was not an option. Accountability is non-negotiable
for her. She also described resentment when others
advanced without similar scrutiny and recalled being
labelled “too aggressive,” a description she named as

racialized and gendered.

As she described being passed over for promotions
or subjected to additional vetting beyond what her
colleagues experienced, | was uncomfortable. It
clarified how little | must calculate the reputational
cost of being misread. | have never been labeled
aggressive in my fundraising work; my credentials are
taken at face value in a way Tanya’s are not always
afforded. | am read as confident, while Tanya’s intensity
and passion are read as aggression.

66

Listening to her, | became aware
of my own less linear path.
When asked how | came into
fundraising, | described it almost
reflexively as a “means to an
end”, something that enabled
work | cared about rather than

an identity | claimed. ”

Her reflections returned me to an earlier moment in
my career when | was hired into an executive role
with a national African charity. | did not have deep
sectoral experience in international aid work, though
| brought other forms of experience that were treated
as sufficient. Importantly, | was white, Canadian, and
carried the legitimacy of a Western educational and
professional background. | was positioned above my
local colleagues with far greater sector experience.

At the time, | understood myself to have earned the
role, and in many ways | had. What | did not recognize
yet was how the conditions under which | earned it
were shaped by colonial and racialized logics that
positioned my knowledge and my experience as
superior (Villaneuva, 2018). | learned far more from
local colleagues than they were expected to learn
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from me, a familiar pattern in colonial professional
arrangements where legitimacy and expertise are
presumed to flow in one direction (Tuck & Yang, 2012;
Villanueva, 2018).

Those logics have been carried through other contexts.
| am attentive to metrics and their role in fundraising,
but they have not been required to internalize them
as measures of my worth or professional legitimacy.
Senior leaders have accepted my judgments about
impact and interpreted successes and failures as
evidence of growth. | have worked hard and earned
much of my success, but that work unfolded within
conditions that extended trust early and consistently.

My understanding of leadership has been shaped
by these conditions. | have long valued authenticity,
believing honesty breeds trust and integrity. | have
come to learn, however, that authenticity is not
neutral (Dei, 2018). | am permitted to be informal,
unfinished, even subtly transgressive, and still be read
as competent. What | experience as freedom often
functions as protection of the status quo including the
protection of Whiteness as the status quo (Ahmed,
2012; Applebaum, 2019). Tanya's careful presentation,
by contrast, responds to norms that demand legibility
at a cost (Ahmed, 2012).

Those same dynamics surfaced again in how we
spoke about emotional labor. Fundraising requires
absorbing institutional anxiety, soothing donors,
protecting values, and deciding when to push and
when to hold back (Raddon, 2023). | had assumed
fundraisers experienced similar ethical fatigue. Our
dialogue revealed otherwise. Tanya carries not only
the demands of the work itself, but also the burden
of remaining legible and palatable within a profession
shaped by racialized norms. She did not name this as
emotional labor; she has simply absorbed this work as
part of the job. Even my ability to name this work as
emotional labor was shaped by my distance from the
risks such naming carries. For Tanya, naming this labor
carries professional risk rather than recognition.

This dialogue reminds me that | do not hold leadership
because | am white, but that Whiteness has shaped
my authority as an institutional condition (Applebaum,
2019). That authority has allowed my judgment to be
trusted and my failures to be framed as growth. This
creates an obligation for leaders such as me; not to

redistribute wholesale authority, but to interrupt the
norms through which it is assumed. The work | have
before me is to change the conditions under which
credibility is granted so that questioning, learning,
and hesitation do not carry unequal professional risk.
For me, leading differently requires questioning how
readiness, professionalism, legitimacy, and credibility
are defined and rewarded, and using my position to
question those definitions rather than quietly benefit
from them.

By placing our experiences in relation, this exchange
amplified difference rather than flattening it. We
are both invested in the work. We are both shaped
by its demands. But the conditions under which we
navigate those demands are not the same, and that
unevenness shapes whose credibility is presumed,
whose labor remains unseen, and whose mistakes are
survivable.

Tanya’s Reflections

| came into our conversation ready, or at least
presenting myself as ready. As a fundraiser, | am
accustomed to being “always on,” prepared to move
forward without pause. When Michelle suggested
grounding us beforehand, | brushed it off. | said | was
fine. l could jump right in. It was only later that | noticed
how automatic it was, and how much it reflected what
this work has taught me to do.

Readiness has always felt necessary to my survival
in this field. As a racialized woman in fundraising,
hesitation has never felt safe. | have learned that
composure and decisiveness are expected, and that
any deviation from those norms- both in fundraising
and in post-secondary spaces- risks being read as
incompetence (Ahmed, 2012; Douglas, 2022).

When we spoke about our career paths, the contrast
between us felt stark. | shared a carefully planned
trajectory that included public health, health
promotion, and then fundraising, designed to establish
credibility at every stage. Planning was a strategy
for legitimacy. Michelle spoke about fundraising as
instrumental, as something that enabled work she
cared about rather than an identity she needed to
defend. | remember being struck by how easily she
could say that. It unsettled me.

| have never felt free to be casual about belonging
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in this profession. | have spent years accumulating
signals of legitimacy: credentials, leadership roles,
volunteer service, speaking engagements, research,
and mentorship. Some of this was driven by genuine
commitment to the sector, but much of it came from
the belief that | needed to leave no room for doubt.
Even then, doubt remained.

Our conversation about metrics surfaced memories
| carry deeply. Early in my career, | was given a
significant fundraising target without the portfolio
to support it. | worked relentlessly, internalizing the
belief that failing to meet the goal would harm real
people. The pressure manifested physically. When |
succeeded, | was not celebrated; instead, | was labeled
“too aggressive.” That word landed heavily. | knew it
carried consequence.

Aggression, when applied to women of color, is
rarely about behavior alone. It is a way of disciplining
ambition (Collins, 2009; Dei, 2018). | watched
colleagues who exerted similar pressure celebrated as
assertive or visionary, while my intensity was treated
as problematic. That double bind taught me to monitor
myself constantly, to temper my tone, soften my
delivery, and carefully manage how | was perceived.

One experience crystallized this reality. | was
pursuing a new opportunity. | was offered the role,
only to have the title downgraded at the time of offer.
The compensation matched that of the previous
incumbent, but the role itself was downgraded.
Despite strong references, my credibility was further
vetted through informal channels unrelated to my
direct supervisors. No explanation was offered. |
accepted the role, anyway, knowing that refusal
would be read as a lack of commitment. That moment
made clear how conditional legitimacy can be (Ahmed,
2012; Douglas, 2021).

Listening to Michelle reflect on her own professional
ease forced me to confront how uneven those
conditions are. It is not that she did not work hard
or face challenges; it is that her competence was not
perpetually under review. Whiteness, in our exchange,
emerged not as accusation but as context, an often-
unnoticed condition that shapes how risk and doubt
are distributed (Applebaum, 2019).

Ourdialogue alsomade me considermyown complicity.
| have internalized the norms that constrained me. |

have judged others, including racialized colleagues, for
refusing to conform to standards | felt | had no choice
but to meet. Naming that tension was uncomfortable,
but necessary.

66

Listening to Michelle reflect
on her own professional ease
forced me to confront how
uneven those conditions are. It
is not that she did not work hard
or face challenges; it is that her
competence was not perpetually
under review. Whiteness, in
our exchange, emerged not as
accusation but as context, an
often-unnoticed condition that
shapes how risk and doubt are

distributed ’ ’

Emotional labor became more visible as we spoke.
Fundraising requires constant translation: between
donors and institutions, between values and
outcomes, between ethics and urgency (Breeze, 2017;
Raddon, 2023). That translation carries weight. | have
spent years absorbing discomfort, calming donors,
managing internal anxieties, and advocating quietly
for ethical boundaries. Until recently, | treated that
work as simply part of the job. | told myself | needed
to be more resilient.

It is through conversations like this one with Michelle
that | have begun to name this as labor. Once named,
it becomes harder to treat the strain as a personal
shortcoming. It raises uncomfortable questions: Why is
resilience so heavily individualized? Why is emotional
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absorption expected rather than supported?

What this dialogue offered me was validation and
clarity. Validation that my experiences are not simply
personal struggles but reflections of structural
conditions. Clarity that changes requires more than
resilience. It requires reckoning with how legitimacy,
belonging, and credibility are unevenly constructed
within our profession.

By placing our experiences in relation, Michelle and |
did not resolve that pressure. But we made it visible.
And visibility is where transformation begins.

Conclusion

This article does not seek to resolve the tensions
that shape contemporary fundraising, nor to offer a
representative account of the profession. Instead, it
brings two lived experiences into relation to notice
how credibility, legitimacy, and emotional labor are
unevenly experienced within shared institutional
contexts.

This asymmetry matters. In these reflections, crisis is
not named in the same way or at the same moment.
Tanya lives with sustained pressure without naming
it as a crisis; Michelle can name ethical tension and
emotional labor because the risks of doing so are
lower. It is only at the level of synthesis, in relation
rather than in isolation, that crisis becomes visible as
a catalyst rather than a rupture.

By holding difference without collapsing it, our dialogic
approach unsettles assumptions about neutrality,
professionalism, and belonging in post-secondary
advancement work. What emerges is not a single
narrative of fundraising under strain, but a textured
account of how fundraisers navigate ethical work
in ways shaped by race, professional socialization,
credibility, and legitimacy.

In a moment when Canadian philanthropy is marked
by sustained pressure rather than a singular crisis,
attending to these lived experiences matters.
Fundraisers often absorb tension so that philanthropic
systems appear coherent and functional. Yet the labor
of doing so is unevenly distributed and rarely named.
Making this work visible does not solve the structural
challenges philanthropy faces, but it does create space
for greater ethical attentiveness.

These reflections connect to broader ethical tensions
in philanthropy that are carried most acutely by
those closes to the work. Fundraisers are often
positioned at the intersection of institutional values,
donor expectations, and financial precarity, making
them central to decisions about whether money
aligns with stated commitments. Saying no to a gift
is rarely simple (Rumble, 2023). Navigating these
tensions quietly, often without clear frameworks that
meaningfully integrate equity or reconciliation, adds
another layer of ethical work that is absorbed rather
than acknowledged.

Read in the context of this volume’s theme, the strains
described in our reflections point to the possibility
of transformation grounded not in quick fixes, but
in sustained relational awareness. By staying with
discomfort, difference, and partial understanding, we
suggest that ethical philanthropic practice may begin
not with resolution, but with closer listening to the
tensions already present.
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